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			FOREWORD

			A cursory review of twentieth-century dystopian fiction confronts us with a puzzling paradox. Why is it that so many novels of this literary genre are set in Britain, a nation long-recognised as a cradle of justice and liberty for the world and the English-speaking peoples in particular? One can easily forget that Orwell chose to set Nineteen Eighty-Four not in the Soviet Union, but in a London imagined as ‘Airstrip One’ – the shattered provincial capital in the superstate of Oceania. And while London is not the primary setting of the futuristic world-state Huxley imagined in Brave New World, it appears at key junctures in its narrative – not, as one might have expected, Manhattan or California. Robert Hugh Benson’s Lord of the World – less well-known, but arguably the earliest example of dystopian fiction of the modern era – is also set for the most part in a twenty-first-century London under the sway of a sinister world leader. Britain is also the setting for countless other works of this kind: John Wyndham’s Day of the Triffids, Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange, J.G Ballard’s High-Rise, Len Deighton’s SS-GB, P.D. James’s Children of Men, and Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go. 

			One answer to the conundrum is that it is because Britain had hitherto resisted the tyrannies that bedevilled the European continent for so many centuries that it has so often been imagined as dystopia. Each of these writers knew that the shock of contemplating Britain’s descent into totalitarianism horrifies us more than that of any other country, real or imagined. And yet in the four years since the publication of Rod Dreher’s Live Not by Lies, Britain has lurched more rapidly than perhaps any other Western nation into the soft despotism that this book warned us so eloquently was becoming a reality. Britain is now tangled in byzantine webs of legislative and regulatory incursions on free expression unimaginable only two decades ago. 

			Global indices of press freedom no longer rank the nation that incubated the liberty of the Fourth Estate in the top twenty-five countries. Every year around three thousand people are arrested in Britain for speech violations. London is now one of the most heavily surveilled cities on the planet outside China. A woman has twice been arrested for praying silently outside an abortion clinic. Britain’s prisons now hold dozens of citizens for crimes ranging from the possession of stickers bearing offensive slogans to making tasteless jokes in private communications. A flagship piece of legislation protecting academic freedom is now the target of a government intent on using its executive powers to overrule the settled will of Parliament. British police are now routinely recording people who are taking lawful actions deemed to be ‘Non-Crime Hate Incidents,’ which is predictably leading to a chastening of free expression. In Scotland, a law has been passed that criminalises a vague and circularly defined offence of ‘hate speech’ that is almost certain to fuel self-censorship to a degree that has no precedent in that nation’s long history.  

			This rising tide of ‘soft totalitarianism’ – to borrow that apposite phrase first coined by Dreher but now in widespread use – cannot be blamed on the state alone. Vocal critics of the phenomenon, including a union expressly dedicated to protecting freedom of expression, have – irony of ironies – found their bank accounts and online payment platforms shuttered on the most spurious grounds and their applications to other service-providers immediately rejected without explanation. This sinister complicity between the administrative state and private corporations is an altogether novel development. It is one that not even the brave dissidents whose courage Dreher so eloquently documents in this book would have known, but a phenomenon to which he has been alerting his readership on an almost daily basis for nearly a decade.  

			So, the admonition that forms the title of this indispensable book – to ‘live not by lies’ – is now one that no one who lives in Britain today can afford to ignore. Derided by some who are now loudly lamenting the situation in the West, Dreher saw sooner than anyone that Solzhenitsyn’s clarion call was no longer a quaint slogan from a now dimly remembered century, but a summons to each and every one of us to live a life of courage in the service of truth. To collude with falsehoods that are boldly – and repeatedly – proclaimed is to squander the inestimably precious heritage of freedom that Britain at its zenith bequeathed to the world and which helped it flourish as a nation. 

			It is one of the many achievements of this book that it gives fresh expression to so many other themes of Solzhenitsyn’s searing eve-of-exile essay and his famous address at Harvard delivered a few years later: his rejection of the violent resistance that can seem all too tempting to those dispossessed by the faltering mechanisms of democracy; his warning that the West’s civilisational confidence was on the wane even as it seemed to be reaching its peak; his despair at the abject moral poverty of our technological age; his eerie prediction that the sacralisation by its elites of individual choice above all else would jeopardise the free flourishing of society as a whole; and, above all, his uncompromising refusal of the siren call of an egalitarian utopianism that has always and everywhere brought tyranny in its wake. 

			Those of us who stand most in awe of Dreher’s achievement in this vital book should avoid glib hyperbole, but there is no doubt in my own mind that Live Not by Lies establishes him as the most prophetic chronicler of the creeping despotism of our age. In that luminous phrase of Thomas Cranmer in The Book of Common Prayer, let us read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest its warning before we discover it is too late to heed it. 

			Dr James Orr

			Associate Professor of Philosophy of Religion,

			Faculty of Divinity, University of Cambridge

			11 September 2024

		


		
			
			Introduction

			There always is this fallacious belief: “It would not be the same here; here such things are impossible.” Alas, all the evil of the twentieth century is possible everywhere on earth.

		Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn1

			In 1989, the Berlin Wall fell, and with it Soviet totalitarianism. Gone was the communist police state that had enslaved Russia and half of Europe. The Cold War that had dominated the second half of the twentieth century came to a close. Democracy and capitalism bloomed in the formerly captive nations. The age of totalitarianism passed into oblivion, never again to menace humanity.

			Or so the story goes. I, along with most Americans, believed that the menace of totalitarianism had passed. Then, in the spring of 2015, I received a phone call from an anxious stranger.

			The caller was an eminent American physician. He told me that his elderly mother, a Czechoslovak immigrant to the United States, had spent six years of her youth as a political prisoner in her homeland. She had been part of the Catholic anti-communist resistance. Now in her nineties and living with her son and his family, the old woman had recently told her American son that events in the United States today reminded her of when communism first came to Czechoslovakia.

			What prompted her concern? News reports about the social-media mob frenzy against a small-town Indiana pizzeria whose Evangelical Christian owners told a reporter they would not cater a same-sex wedding. So overwhelming were the threats against their lives and property, including a user on the Twitter social media platform who tweeted a call for people to burn down the pizzeria, that the restaurant owners closed their doors for a time. Meanwhile, liberal elites, especially in the media, normally so watchful against the danger of mobs threatening the lives and livelihoods of minorities, were untroubled by the assault on the pizzeria, which occurred in the context of the broader debate about the clash between gay rights and religious liberty.

			The US-born doctor said he had heard his immigrant parents warn him about the dangers of totalitarianism all his life. He hadn’t worried—after all, this is America, the land of liberty, of individual rights, one nation under God and the rule of law. America was born out of a quest for religious liberty, and had always been proud of the First Amendment to the US Constitution that guaranteed it. But now there was something about what was happening in Indiana that made him think: What if they were right?

			It’s easy to laugh this kind of thing off. Many of us with aging parents are accustomed to having to talk them down from the ledge, so to speak, after a cable news program stoked their fear and anxiety about the world outside their front door. I assumed that this was probably the case with the elderly Czech woman.

			But there was something about the tension in the doctor’s voice, and the fact that he felt compelled to reach out to a journalist he didn’t even know, telling me that it would be too dangerous for me to use his name if I wrote about him, that rattled me. His question became my question: What if the old Czech woman sees something the rest of us do not? What if we really are witnessing a turn toward totalitarianism in the Western liberal democracies, and can’t see it because it takes a form different from the old kind?

			During the next few years, I spoke with many men and women who had once lived under communism. I asked them what they thought of the old woman’s declaration. Did they also think that life in America is drifting toward some sort of totalitarianism?

			They all said yes—often emphatically. They were usually surprised by my question because they consider Americans to be hopelessly naive on the subject. In talking at length to some of the emigrants who found refuge in America, I discovered that they are genuinely angry that their fellow Americans don’t recognize what is happening.

			What makes the emerging situation in the West similar to what they fled? After all, every society has rules and taboos and mechanisms to enforce them. What unnerves those who lived under Soviet communism is this similarity: Elites and elite institutions are abandoning old-fashioned liberalism, based in defending the rights of the individual, and replacing it with a progressive creed that regards justice in terms of groups. It encourages people to identify with groups—ethnic, sexual, and otherwise—and to think of Good and Evil as a matter of power dynamics among the groups. A utopian vision drives these progressives, one that compels them to seek to rewrite history and reinvent language to reflect their ideals of social justice.

			Further, these utopian progressives are constantly changing the standards of thought, speech, and behavior. You can never be sure when those in power will come after you as a villain for having said or done something that was perfectly fine the day before. And the consequences for violating the new taboos are extreme, including losing your livelihood and having your reputation ruined forever.

			People are becoming instant pariahs for having expressed a politically incorrect opinion, or in some other way provoking a progressive mob, which amplifies its scapegoating through social and conventional media. Under the guise of “diversity,” “inclusivity,” “equity,” and other egalitarian jargon, the Left creates powerful mechanisms for controlling thought and discourse and marginalizes dissenters as evil.

			It is very hard for Americans who have never lived through this kind of ideological fog to recognize what is happening. To be sure, whatever this is, it is not a carbon copy of life in the Soviet Bloc nations, with their secret police, their gulags, their strict censorship, and their material deprivation. That is precisely the problem, these émigrés warn. The fact that relative to Soviet Bloc conditions, life in the West remains so free and so prosperous is what blinds Americans to the mounting threat to our liberty. That, and the way those who take away freedom couch it in the language of liberating victims from oppression.

			“I was born and raised in the Soviet Union, and I’m frankly stunned by how similar some of these developments are to the way Soviet propaganda operated,” says one professor, now living in the Midwest.

			Another émigré professor, this one from Czechoslovakia, was equally blunt. He told me that he began noticing a shift a decade or so ago: friends would lower their voices and look over their shoulders when expressing conservative views. When he expressed his conservative beliefs in a normal tone of voice, the Americans would start to fidget and constantly scan the room to see who might be listening.

			“I grew up like this,” he tells me, “but it was not supposed to be happening here.”

			What is happening here? A progressive—and profoundly anti-Christian militancy—is steadily overtaking society; one described by Pope Benedict XVI as a “worldwide dictatorship of seemingly humanistic ideologies” that pushes dissenters to society’s margins. Benedict called this a manifestation of “the spiritual power of the Antichrist.”2 This spiritual power takes material form in government and private institutions, in corporations, in academia and media, and in the changing practices of everyday American life. It is empowered by unprecedented technological capabilities to surveil private life. There is virtually nowhere left to hide.

			The old, hard totalitarianism had a vision for the world that required the eradication of Christianity. The new, soft totalitarianism does too, and we are not equipped to resist its sneakier attack.

			As we know, communism was militantly atheistic and declared religion to be its mortal enemy. The Soviets and their European allies murdered clergy and cast an uncounted number of believers, both ordained and lay, into prisons and work camps, where many suffered torture.

			Today? The Western world has become post-Christian, with large numbers of those born after 1980 rejecting religious faith. This means that they will not only oppose Christians when we stand up for our principles—in particular, in defense of the traditional family, of male and female gender roles, and of the sanctity of human life—but also they will not even understand why they should tolerate dissent based in religious belief.

			We cannot hope to resist the coming soft totalitarianism if we do not have our spiritual lives in order. This is the message of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, the great anti-communist dissident, Nobel laureate, and Orthodox Christian. He believed the core of the crisis that created and sustained communism was not political but spiritual.

			After the publication of his Gulag Archipelago exposed the rottenness of Soviet totalitarianism and made Solzhenitsyn a global hero, Moscow finally expelled him to the West. On the eve of his forced exile, Solzhenitsyn published a final message to the Russian people, titled “Live Not by Lies!” In the essay, Solzhenitsyn challenged the claim that the totalitarian system was so powerful that the ordinary man and woman cannot change it.

			Nonsense, he said. The foundation of totalitarianism is an ideology made of lies. The system depends for its existence on a people’s fear of challenging the lies. Said the writer, “Our way must be: Never knowingly support lies!”3 You may not have the strength to stand up in public and say what you really believe, but you can at least refuse to affirm what you do not believe. You may not be able to overthrow totalitarianism, but you can find within yourself and your community the means to live in the dignity of truth. If we must live under the dictatorship of lies, the writer said, then our response must be: “Let their rule hold not through me!”

			What does it mean for us today to live not by lies? That is the question this book explores through interviews with and testaments left by Christians (and others) from throughout the Soviet Bloc who lived through totalitarianism, and who share the wisdom they gained through hard experience.

			Part one of this book makes the case that despite its superficial permissiveness, liberal democracy is degenerating into something resembling the totalitarianism over which it triumphed in the Cold War. It explores the sources of totalitarianism, revealing the troubling parallels between contemporary society and the ones that gave birth to twentieth-century totalitarianism. It will also examine two particular factors that define the rising soft totalitarianism: the ideology of “social justice,” which dominates academia and other major institutions, and surveillance technology, which has become ubiquitous not from government decree but through the persuasiveness of consumer capitalism. This section ends with a look at the key role intellectuals played in the Bolshevik Revolution and why we cannot afford to laugh off the ideological excesses of our own politically correct intelligentsia.

			Part two examines in greater detail forms, methods, and sources of resistance to soft totalitarianism’s lies. Why is religion and the hope it gives at the core of effective resistance? What does the willingness to suffer have to do with living in truth? Why is the family the most important cell of opposition? How does faithful fellowship provide resilience in the face of persecution? How can we learn to recognize totalitarianism’s false messaging and fight its deceit?

			How did these oppressed believers get through it? How did they protect themselves and their families? How did they keep their faith, their integrity, even their sanity? Why are they so anxious about the West’s future? Are we capable of hearing them, or will we continue to rest easy in the delusion that it can’t happen here?

			
			A Soviet-born émigré who teaches in a university deep in the US heartland stresses the urgency of Americans taking people like her seriously.

			“You will not be able to predict what will be held against you tomorrow,” she warns. “You have no idea what completely normal thing you do today, or say today, will be used against you to destroy you. This is what people in the Soviet Union saw. We know how this works.”

			On the other hand, my Czech émigré friend advised me not to waste time writing this book.

			“People will have to live through it first to understand,” he says cynically. “Any time I try to explain current events and their meaning to my friends or acquaintances, I am met with blank stares or downright nonsense.”

			Maybe he is right. But for the sake of his children and mine, I wrote this book to prove him wrong.
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